A s the old saw goes, "Not all readers are writers, but all writers are readers." Writing involves the process of bringing something new to what is already known. The amalgamation of new and prior knowledge is the process of learning. Students benefit most when writing is presented to them in ways that stimulate and engage them actively in literacy learning. One of the most effective methods we've found is to provide students with writing "tips" based on how real writers think and work. By breaking down the complex world of writing into bite-sized components (tips), students focus on one element at a time. This makes students feel more connected to the overall process and approach it with greater confidence in their own work.
Making connections is a writer's stock in trade. The usual synonyms are creativity and imagination. As a writer, I (David) believe that our imaginations are most often the products of the connections we make: from the known to the unknown, from the unknown to the known, from one known to another.
I wrote a picture book about a pair of raccoons who need a roomy, quiet home for their twins when they're born. Mama and Papa eventually settle into a nice attic. They soon discover, through a series of irritating noises from below (baby crying, dog yapping, people grumbling) that they have the worst kind of problem: people in their basement. Naturally, they leave, and the story has a happy ending.
The genesis of this story is connected to incidents in my life. My wife and I had a problem: raccoons in our attic. They cost us sleep, a disrupted routine and, eventually, a new roof. The roofers found baby raccoons nestled in the insulation. I put myself in the raccoons' position and told their story. The connections here are clear, but most stories spring from real situations. Writers know how this works, but students may not. That's why writing tips can be so helpful.
One of our favorite tips falls under the category of Getting Started (Harrison & Edmondson, 2012) . There are lots of ways to find an idea and to start writing about it, but one of the most useful in the classroom is something we call Association, which is another term for Connections. We'll present an example of how Association works and go through a week of lesson plans after we hear from Laurie. She's going to provide some of the research-based background about the importance of writing.
Overview
We all know those students who have trouble getting started with writing. Writing is a difficult task for some students. Emily, age 10, says, "The hardest part about writing is finding good things to write about." I think that is true. Sometimes getting started in writing is half the battle! As teachers, we can help students figure out how to get started in writing with just a few simple strategies. It is important for students to know that there is always something worth writing about. Sometimes we just have to get them to stop and think about the writing process.
We know that in order to improve as a writer, students need to write every day. Students need to be self-sufficient in thinking through the writing process and developing stamina as writers. We also need to make sure students write for a variety of purposes and are able to adjust and adapt to new writing topics and genres. The Common Core State Standards have allowed us to push ourselves as readers and writers and to explore ideas and topics that we might not have worked with before. It is an exciting time to be a writer!
Why Study Writing?
Think back to when you learned to write. What were some of the tools you used? What was the focus? You might have used lined paper to practice manuscript iStock/Thinkstock.com, Cover: Purestock/Thinkstock.com skills and become better writers. The panel also found that teachers must receive training on how to teach and assess writing in the classroom.
The Common Core State Standards (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) have raised the expectation level of writing instruction in the classroom. In third grade, students are expected to write opinion pieces, informational texts, and narratives. Third graders are also expected to be able to provide text-based support of their writing in detail. Teachers need explicit instruction on how to teach the variety of genres and to use authentic texts with students to illustrate the examples.
Purcell-Gates, Duke, and Martineau (2007) advocated for using a combination of explicit writing instruction and authentic texts in the classroom to teach expository writing. At the state and national levels, third graders are assessed on reading and writing about a variety of informational texts. Purcell-Gates and colleagues worked with teachers on the process of helping students evaluate the text and formulate written responses to those texts. They concluded that students who used authentic texts in the classroom along with explicit writing instruction were better able to understand expository text and write responses based on those texts. They also found that explicit instruction in writing on its own was not enough. The use of authentic texts was critical to student success.
What Common Core Standards Correlate With This Subject?
There are 10 Common Core Standards of writing in Grade 3. The standards in relation to text types and purposes are as follows:
W.3.1. Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view with reasons.
• Introduce the topic or text they are writing about, state an opinion, and create an organizational structure that lists reasons.
• Provide reasons that support the opinion.
• Use linking words and phrases (e.g., because, therefore, since, for example) to connect opinion and reasons.
• Provide a concluding statement or section.
W.3.2. Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and information clearly.
letters. You might have diagrammed sentences. Do you remember writing every day? Were there opportunities for authentic writing experiences? The only thing I ever remember was the first week of school when we had to write an essay about what we did over the summer. And, to be honest, my teachers just gave me writing assignments and expected me to write. We didn't talk about the writing process or tools that would help me to become a better writer. It was many years ago, and we know a lot more about how to teach and nurture writers today.
We need to study writing because things have changed since we were in third grade! Students who are currently in third grade have grown up with new technologies and new ways of receiving information. Students use technology to communicate instantly with each other and to find out about events in the world. Recent research about writing suggests we need to think carefully about how we teach writing.
What Does the Research Say?
Learning to write is a developmental process. In order for students to be proficient in writing, they must understand language and the relationship between reading and writing. In 2011, the International Reading Association in conjunction with the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development convened a panel of experts to look into the reading-writing connection and the impact of that connection on instructional strategies in the classroom. The panel found that when sufficient time is set aside for writing instruction every day, students are able to improve their writing iStock/Thinkstock.com simply writing about the details of the event tends to lead to dry informational text with no pizzazz. Using the tip of finding the story in the event allows writers to use the senses and creates a more powerful connection for readers.
Writing Tips in Action
We love inside information. How do the pros do it? What's their secret? Writing tips should be offered in a way that helps student writers feel part of the "real" writers' world. Using Association as an example, prepare your students to hear about one of the best ways that authors use to find the ideas they write about. You're about to give them one of the most valuable writing tips of all.
Tip #1: Getting Started by Association
Everything is connected to something else. If you say you ate eggs for breakfast, I might tell you about the eggs in a robin's nest in my yard. You say that your friend Robin is moving away and you hate to see her leave. I say that I hated it when my family moved, and I was the new kid in school. You say that you were the new kid in school once, but it wasn't so bad. And I might say that you're more outgoing than I am, and you make friends more easily.
As a conversation goes on, the subjects keep changing but each one is connected to the one before. That's because we associate everything with something else. In this example, the subjects went from breakfast eggs to bird eggs to a friend moving away to being the new kid in school to comparing personalities. It takes only minutes to make a list of ideas by association. It's easy, and it works like this.
• Introduce a topic and group related information together; include illustrations when useful to aiding comprehension.
• Develop the topic with facts, definitions, and details.
• Use linking words and phrases (e.g., also, another, and, more, but) to connect ideas within categories of information.
W.3.3. Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, descriptive details, and clear event sequences.
• Establish a situation and introduce a narrator and/ or characters; organize an event sequence that unfolds naturally.
• Use dialogue and descriptions of actions, thoughts, and feelings to develop experiences and events or show the response of characters to situations.
• Use temporal words and phrases to signal event order.
• Provide a sense of closure.
The first writing tip is about finding ideas by association. The concept is that any word can lead to many writing ideas. This corresponds with CCSS W.3.2, which is to write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and information clearly. This tip helps students to organize ideas and information into a well-developed text. One of the most difficult things about getting students to write in the classroom is literally getting started. This technique helps students brainstorm ideas and gives structure to the story from the beginning. Plus, the structure of the strategy could also lead to other writing ideas that can be kept in a notebook and used later in the classroom the next time students think there is nothing to write about.
The second tip is about finding the story in nonfiction or expository text. This writing tip goes with standard W.3.3., which is to write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, descriptive details, and clear event sequences. David does a great job of talking about how he wrote about real events in history by thinking about the story involved in the event, such as what an earthquake feels like and sounds like when it is happening. He used those descriptive details to tell a story about an actual event. The feelings draw readers in and create interest in the event, which makes the story more interesting for everyone. Authentic writing experiences allow readers to connect to the material. One of the challenges of writing informational text is that Creatas/Thinkstock.com Some will go shopping, some will have funny things to say about hunting for lost remotes, some will write about their pets, and so on. This technique is a good way to jump into any genre of writing. It works equally well for poetry, fiction, or nonfiction. It's also a nice exercise to send home for family sharing. Once you get started making lists by association, the main problem is knowing how to stop!
Classroom Examples
Students in a third-grade summer school classroom worked with their teacher to come up with writing ideas using the Association strategy. The teacher said that the students loved the ideas by association chart because it was like a domino effect of ideas or a chain reaction that they could keep writing about. The students loved writing about their own ideas.
In Figure 1 , Student A starts off thinking about cats and dogs. Then, the ideas take a turn to amusement parks and danger! There are so many ideas for writing on this page alone. The great thing is that Student A can keep this in a folder and come back to it later when he needs an idea for writing.
In Figure 2 , Student B starts with new clothes. That led her to thinking about parties, cakes, and birthdays. I know there are at least a few stories there! We'll start by putting one word on the board. How about ice? Under ice, we'll make a list of words and phrases that you associate with ice. We'll move quickly. If you're looking for core subjects and Common Core State Standards-related subjects scattered across these lists of words and phrases, you'll find plenty. Not only that, but you've created a wonderful variety of choices for your students to write about. So the next time a student in your classroom tells you that he or she doesn't know what to write about, you can remind the student that just taking a few minutes to think it through will open a world of writing possibilities. The tools are at our fingertips. All we need to do is get started!
Tip #2: Finding the Story in Nonfiction Writing
When we talk about our favorite stories, we usually think about books of fiction. But nonfiction books can have stories too. A good story makes a nonfiction book more interesting. When we prepare to write about a nonfiction subject, we need to study it. How can we explain it to our readers if we don't know what we're talking about? That means reading and taking notes. It means deciding what is important enough to put in and what is unimportant enough to leave out. It means making an outline to help us say what we want to say in the best order. It may mean setting a word budget so we'll know when we need to be finished.
But after all those preparations, we're not ready to start writing. We need to ask ourselves if we have a story to tell. If we can't capture the reader's attention in the first page, the first paragraph, the first sentence, we risk losing the reader altogether.
When I (David) was reading and taking notes for a book called EARTHQUAKES: Earth's Mightiest Moments, I kept looking for something to help me leap out to a fast start. There are so many things I wanted to say, but unless I could find a great beginning, my book would read like blah-blah-blah. I looked until I found one. Here is how the book begins:
In 1811, at two in the morning, just nine days before Christmas, settlers in New Madrid, Missouri, were startled awake. Their furniture was bouncing, pots and pans flying. Cabins shook. Chimneys tumbled. Roofs fell in. [Reprinted with permission.] By opening the book about earthquakes by describing a real one-the worst that had ever hit the United States at the time-I caught readers' attention on the first page. The book goes on to describe what In Figure 3 , Student C was thinking along the same lines as Student B, but it is interesting that Student C mentions specific flavors and uses some great imagery in her writing.
In Figure 4 , Student D starts thinking about animals, and then the ideas change and shopping becomes the theme. I would like to see Student D explore the words fear and wild. There might be an exciting story there! Using the Association strategy helps students to think critically about what they know about a topic and to start forming connections about what they know and what they might write about a topic. We often ask readers to make text-to-text, text-to-self, or text-to-world connections. Why not use that same strategy as writers? Making charts together as a group is fun and gives students a visual representation of how topics are related and how students can quickly come up with lots of ideas to write about in a very short time.
It is important to keep those writing ideas handy in a notebook or a journal for the students to come back to when they are stuck and don't think they have anything to write about. It is also important to share authentic examples of text so students get a model of what to write and how to write about how they ended up where they are now. The series of articles inspired many people in our community to see what could be done to support the children in the stories as well as in the greater community. This was a compelling example of a story about a real situation that can be told in a way to inspire people to take action and improve the lives of others.
In classrooms, the same type of compelling writing can take place. We encourage students to do the following, using the graphic organizer found in Figure 5 to organize thoughts and make notes:
1. Read as much as you can about your topic.
2. Write good notes and keep track of sources.
3. Decide what facts you want to share. Look for the story the facts can tell.
4. Frame your story on the basis of voice. What voice makes sense to best tell the story?
For this writing tip, the teacher worked with fourth-grade students who were studying weatherrelated events such as tornadoes, earthquakes, and hurricanes. The teacher asked students to research some recent weather stories and write about their findings. Students were able to find many facts and stories online about people who had survived those traumatic experiences as well as videos of the actual events. Those artifacts helped the students tell the stories of the actual events from first-person accounts.
Student A researched Hurricane Sandy, using online resources in researching the topic (see Figure 6 ). The story is simple but captured the devastation that occurred in one life that fateful causes earthquakes and ends by describing how far we've come but still how little we know about these destructive forces of nature. But it is the beginning that invites readers to keep turning pages.
Unlike Tip #1 (Getting Started by Association), Tip #2 addresses a general approach to writing nonfiction. We tell students that we need to know what we're looking for so we'll know when we find it. This tip encourages students to read, think, and apply what they learn to what they will write.
Classroom Examples
In the Common Core State Standards for Grade 3, students are expected to write informational/ explanatory texts in a clearly organized manner with supporting details. What better way to organize a topic than by telling the story? Every student understands telling a story with a good beginning, middle, and end. And what better way to connect a reader to a piece of writing?
There are many sources of informational text. Think about your favorite informational text that you read most often. Personally, I (Lauren) read informational text online and in newspapers and magazines. What aspect of informational text helps the reader to form a connection? For me, it is about making a connection to the text. If I am reading an article in the newspaper, I am going to look for something there that I care deeply about or that I would like to know more about. Recently, our local newspaper ran a series of articles about the homeless population in our city. There were photos of children who live in desperate situations and the stories of the families and day (see Figure 7) . Student B wrote about the Joplin tornado from a few years ago. Student B took more thorough notes (see Figure 8 ) and wrote a longer story (see Figure 9) . Thinking of nonfiction writing in the form of a story helps writers frame what happened in a clear and concise way.
Conclusion
Writing can be challenging for some students. It is a long, labor-intensive process that can be difficult. Teachers must provide students with the right tips to help with increasing demands of more rigorous writing in the classroom. Implementing the tip to get started with writing by employing association is a wonderful technique that students enjoy using and can lead to a much easier beginning to the process. Finding the story in nonfiction writing helps students frame the idea into a complete story with the connection of actual thoughts and feelings. Writers have a better connection with readers and the process flows more smoothly. Teachers can use these tips to support students in the classroom and to help improve the writing process. 
